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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF FLORIDA’S HISTORY
It is, indeed a pleasure to appear before this distinguished body, of which I have the honor to be a
member, to say something about the history of Florida. Take it by and large, there is no section of the
country that has had a history more varied. Few
equal it in the meaning of that history; and few come
near it in richness. Not one state equals it in length
of days of concrete history. Not one state in all the
Union can trace its first tiny settlement by Europeans
so early. No Spanish colony had servants more devoted or loyal ; no state of these United States, sons
and daughters more devoted and gifted; and no state
of the American Union has the promise of a future
more glorious.
Fit topics these to stir the epic poet rather than
the staid historian. Some Floridian, beloved of the
Muse of Poetry, should arise to sing in mighty verse
the glories of his state ; to celebrate in swelling paens
its beauties ; to tell the world in “verse that shall not
be forgotten”, its struggles, its vicissitudes, its wonders, its glories, its people, its homes.
Rut it is my lot to try to say something of the
significance of Florida’s history. Since I am not an
epic, or any other kind of a poet, but only a delver
in the records of the past, I must forsooth, address
this gathering in a very ordinary and perhaps homely
fashion, endeavoring in my brief remarks to recall
to your minds certain events that should be known
of every Floridian. The topic “Significance of Florida’s History” may perhaps sound as though I were
about to give a philosophical disquisition. Far from
Note - This address was delivered by Dr. Robertson before the Society at its recent annual meeting.
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it! Put yourselves at ease, ladies and gentlemen, I intend merely to refer to some of the striking events in
the history of Florida and you yourselves shall evolve
for yourselves their significance. Yours is the real
task. You must be the philosophers. You must be
the interpreters. You must continue to build this
State nobly, so that the blue field of its star on our
national banner may never be dimmed.
Away back before the tiny fleet of the Discoverer
came to the isles of the west, what was Florida? A
land of dense woods and swamps and sand and coast
upon which the waves beat restlessly ; a land through
which roamed scanty bands of dusky folks, living
upon the products of the chase, the bounty of the
sea, and somewhat upon the bounty of the land, but
for all that, almost an unbroken wilderness, the terrors of which were only at times apparent and the
beauties of which were unappreciated. A land lying fallow for the future use of man.
And then came Ponce de Leon. Was he the first
European? We know not. We only know he was
the first of whom we have record. But I often wonder whether Juan de la Cosa, who was the chief pilot
of Columbus and the owner of one of the ships of
the fleet of Columbus, did not glimpse these shores.
His map of 1500, which shows a Cuba easily recognizable does not show Florida at all, - but I wonder.
Then there are those other two maps of about 1502,
the Cantino and the Canerio and the recently discovered Richard King map of about the same date. Do
they, or do they not, show Florida? It is disputed,
but I am inclined to believe they show some conception of the mainland. Rut after all we must fall back
upon tired Ponce de Leon as the beginning of the
concrete history of Florida.
These beginnings were not happy, for the poor
native was the sufferer and it was long before the
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whites could gain a foothold. The advent of the white
man spelt destruction for the native, for let alone the
cruelty which these bearded men brought him, he
could ill adapt his life-that of the stone age-to the
standard that had been reached in Europe.
Slaving expeditions, Ponce’s second visit-even
more disastrous than his first, for it brought his
death-the belief that Florida was a second Mexico
or Peru, the disastrous expedition of Pamfilo de Narvaez, the one-eyed, who had attempted to oppose the
great Cortez in Mexico-what were these but the
growing pains of the new land, that peninsula which
thrust itself down between ocean and gulf for hundreds of miles?
And what was that dreadful march of Alvar
Nunez Cabeza de Vaca and his three companions, left
behind in this desert land after Narvaez and his men
had escaped in their crazy boats - Narvaez and many
with him to death in old ocean? What meant this
precarious hand to mouth existence, each day in danger of their lives from wild Indians, among whom
they passed as conjurers and witch-doctors until they
fell in with men of the Coronado expedition away out
on the western plains? What was this but the beginning of the western movement which forms such
a vital chapter in the, early life of our own nation?
The Soto expedition of the 1530’s was better
planned. Its commander, young, knightly, generous,
brave and the perfect lover, but brought up in the
hard school of the Pizarros - though never partaking
to the full of their ferocity - showered his wealth
drawn from the conquest of Peru upon his preparations. Six hundred men, some hundreds of horses,
great fierce dogs, droves of cattle and hogs for food,
and other equipment, the expedition set out joyously
into the wilderness ; through woods, across swamps,
across rivers, sojourning among Indians, some hos-
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tile, some friendly, ever in search of the golden treasure that lured them on, but ever foiled them. On
across the vast flood of the Mississippi and then back
because of the death of the brilliant leader, and the
escape of those left alive to Mexico. Truly, he who
would woo Florida must do it in another way.
So evidently thought the viceroy of New Spain,
Luis de Velasco, when in obedience to his king’s
orders he despatched his friend, Tristan de Luna y
Arellano to this obstinate but inviting land. Now
the scene shifts. Other European nations have begun to dispute Spain’s right to all the new world.
French and English, and later the Dutch, were to
question the Pope’s right to act as the arbiter of the
world, to be the source of international law. Fear of
French and English sent out the Luna expedition with
orders to effect a permanent settlement at Santa
Elena, up the Atlantic Coast. Notwithstanding the
care with which the expedition was prepared, the
ample instructions of the viceroy,. the faithfulness and
good intentions of the commander, poor Luna y Arellano, worn out by his labors, sick, lonely, and losing
his grip on himself and his men, was not the man to
carry out the king’s orders, and this attempt too ended in naught.
And now came the master mind, the great, the
dauntless, the resourceful, the loyal Pedro Menendez
de Aviles, one of the greatest pioneer administrators
the world knows, comparable to Mexico’s conqueror,
Ferdinand Cortes, and to him of the. Philippines,
Miguel Lopez de Legazpi. He it was who established
Florida’s first permanent settlement; he it was who
destroyed the aspiration of the French Huguenots in
those regions-would we could forget this part of
his career-and he it was who really gave Florida to
Spain, and started it along the pathway to the present.
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From the first buffer colony, an outlying outpost
to cover its colonies farther south and west, Florida
never received from Spain that attention which it
deserved. Hence its growth was slow and its resources were not discovered or developed. Outside
of the few settlements, there was comparatively little
activity, except in the missions established so freely
by the Franciscans over what is now Florida and
Georgia, and the scant garrisons ofttimes accompanying them. There were some dreadful massacres and
the missionaries tasted the pangs of martyrdom. But
the Christian religion was taught the dusky neofites,
and learned men early compiled grammars, catechisms and other books in the language of the Florida Indians. These remain to this day almost the
only known examples of the language of the early inhabitants of this peninsula - for the early Indians
themselves vanished long ago, to have their places
taken by the runaway Creeks called Seminoles.
Even before 1600, Florida was to suffer from buccaneering raids when the great Sir Francis Drake
visited these shores leaving disaster and death behind him. Later the English settlements to the north
began and the northward expansion of Spain was
checked. The seventeenth century is filled with the
raids of the buccaneers, fears of English aggression,
and above all, fears for Mexico and the West Indies.
Yet, Florida was never given the support that it
needed. Its garrisons were scanty and poorly equipped. Supplies were irregular. Its very officials
were often unpaid. Expenses were met by subventions from the treasury in Mexico, but frequently
they did not reach Florida for several years at a time,
and some of the ships bearing the necessary money
fell a prey to pirates or to old ocean. The country
passed but a precarious existence from the first-
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reminding one of the suffering so carefully related
by Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca.
As the English settlements grew, they began to
press southward, and Florida began to be restricted.
Then actual invasion and a fight for life, all without
adequate support from the mother country. The foe
is driven back, but still threatens. Oglethorpe finally founds the colony of Georgia, and the ancient
Guale which has been the scene of so much missionary effort passes forever from the hands of Spain
and becomes English. And at last, the Old French
and Indian War ends with the British in possession
of Florida, which for administrational purposes they
divide into two parts, East and West Florida.
The English civilization supplants the Spanish.
The Spaniards move out. New industries are started.
New activities spring into being. New trails are
broken through the wilderness, and Florida feels the
impulses of a new life.
But the American revolution sends Florida back
again into the arms of Spain, and the English move
out while the Spaniards move in. Spain holds brief
sway once more until the young giant of the north
will no longer brook the possession of this peninsula
by any but itself; and heeding the meaning of the
purchase of Louisiana, the revolutions of West and
East Florida, the invasions by Jackson and his western men, Spain at last regretfully and painfully hauls
down its colors, while the flag of the north, our flag,
takes its place.
Now we come to the growth of the territory, the
introduction of the institutions and culture of the
United States, the material development of this pearl
of great price. Never had Florida’s history moved so
rapidly. Does it mean nothing that the charming
capital of this state was chosen by a man from the
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east and one from the west, pushing. through almost
trackless wilderness or along inhospitable coasts until
they meet? Does it mean nothing that among the
earliest Americans to come here were those of culture and refinement, imbued with what is best in
American ideals and culture, loving American institutions and standing for order and law? These were
propitious beginnings.
The territory grows, transportation becomes easier, educational facilities better, material wealth of
greater bulk. The infant begins to stretch its waist
band and to declare that there is room for another
star in the flag. Statehood is gained, but soon the
stars and stripes are replaced by the stars and bars.
Four years of warfare are lived through. The stars
and stripes once more float over the devoted land.
Florida lives through its reconstruction period worse, by far, than the war. Once more it stands
squarely upon its own feet. Its later development begins, and here at last, to paraphrase Whitman, you
“stand with your robust soul”.
Is there no meaning to all this? Is the end within
itself? Nay, not so. Is not the meaning this, that
Florida shall advance more in the future than in all
the past? That the present generation and generations yet unborn will carry the fame of Florida farther still by their achievements, by their honest work,
whatever be the field and scope thereof.
And finally, is it not the realization of the greatness and the importance of this past history and the
promise of even better things to come that inspired
Buckingham Smith and Fairbanks and their companions to found our predecessor, The Historical Society of Florida; ourselves to reestablish this society?
Is it not such realization that has led to the foundation of various local historical societies throughout
Florida; and the same realization that has led to the

Published by STARS, 1927

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 6 [1927], No. 1, Art. 5

32
annual Irving Bacheller contest among high school
students? Has this realization not also led to the
founding of the Florida State Historical Society which
is collecting and publishing the sources for the history of Florida? Should it not also lead to a joining
of the Florida Historical and Florida State Historical
Societies into a single body with a single aim and purpose, namely, to preserve and to publish in the fullest measure possible for the present generation and
for its posterity, Florida’s wonderful history?
It would seem that this might be worth while.
Pulling together one serious body can certainly be
more effective than two, since the aims and objects
of both are the same.
You have listened to me very patiently, ladies and
gentlemen. If there is an epic poet among you who
can really set forth the greatness and beauty of Florida’s history, now is the time for him or her to appear.
May there be such a one.
J AMES
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